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Social Sciences 

Subjects such as business, sociology, social policy, politics, 
economics and human geography are often strongly grounded 
in evidence about social inequalities and variation, and therefore 
seem to be a natural home for discussions about social identity 
as its relates to gender and sexuality. 

However, there is a risk that whilst 
understandings of gender and sexual diversity 
are shown to be socially constructed, 
they remain in the teaching and learning 
environment as simply a discursive problem 
to be analysed and explained rather than 
phenomena that have impact on people’s  
lived realities. Exploring these issues can also 
help students to understand broader concepts 
– ie, equalities – demonstrating that treating 
everyone the same does not always result  
in equality of opportunity. 

Language is a fundamental basis of 
(particularly qualitative) analysis in the social 
sciences and lecturers were able to share 
many examples in which they critique normative 
assumptions about gender and sexuality (‘I 
use a quote in our first week of study skills 
about academic writing styles that refers to 
Goldilocks [a fairy tale character who chooses 
porridge that is ‘just right’ for her taste] and I 
always make a ‘joke’ that I like the sentiment 
of the quote but it is very heteronormative 
because there is a mummy bear, daddy bear 
and baby bear – students have come up to me 
after saying that they looked up the meaning 
of heteronormative’). Students were clear how 

important language was to them (‘I feel like 
homophobia etc, needs to be called out more 
by lecturers and seminar tutors because it is 
not acceptable and that kind of environment 
doesn’t make LGBT people feel safe’).

Social science students valued role models 
in the teaching environment (‘[A] lecturer 
shared her experience of being a gay woman. 
This was very positive as one student made 
the comment that she had never met a gay 
woman before, and it questioned her pre-made 
judgements/ stereotypes regarding gay people. 
[It] made me feel more comfortable to share 
with the student group.’) and this included role 
modelling certain behaviours and practices 
(‘Yes, in my experience tutors are careful 
not gender stereotype students and authors 
of books and essays and this encourages 
students to be more inclusive  
in their language’). 

Content on LGBTQ identities was relatively 
easy to add into the social science curriculum 
– both in terms of demonstrating awareness 
of diverse identities (‘Pink pound as a 
demographic often illustrated’) and specific 
content (‘we discussed LGBT movements/

rights etc in the context of equality’). Lecturers 
talked about using transformative theories, 
such as queer theory, within their teaching. 
Mentioning LGBTQ scholars in terms of their 
work rather than their identity primarily was a 
key way to be inclusive (‘Deirdre McCloskey, 
economist previously Donald – [we] discuss 
her work in economics, and how it is influenced 
by her transition’). Students can find the 
opportunity to explore their identity in an 
academic context profoundly transformational 
(‘I was able to select my dissertation, which 
allowed me to spend a third of my final year 
researching transsexual identities and politics, 
which was both life affirming and extremely 
challenging to the preconceptions I had going 
in. My research freedom and guidance from the 
department in this topic was excellent and I’m 
exceptionally pleased I was given such a free 
reign to understand my political background 
as a transsexual and how transsexuals do and 
should relate to the world.’) 

In the following case study, Emma Foster, 
a politics lecturer talks about her teaching 
practice:
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CASE STUDY
TAKING GENDER AND SEXUALITY 
SERIOUSLY IN POLITICAL SCIENCE 
AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 

Dr Emma Foster
I am an early-career academic specialising 
in gender, sexuality and political ecology. 
While I am now based in the department 
of Political Science and International 
Studies, my research interests have meant 
that I have taught across social science 
disciplines and that, subsequently, I have 
some experience of the ways in which the 
different strands of the social sciences 
tackle (or not, as the case may be!) 
intersections of gender, sexuality, 
ethnicity, class and so on. As I have a 
particular interest in gender and sexuality, 
as well as pedagogy, a few colleagues 
and I conducted a project (between 
2010-2012) and produced a paper 13  
on the extent to which, and the ways  
in which, gender and sexuality has  
been taught in political science and 
international relations (IR) departments  
in the UK. This project found that the 
teaching of gender and sexuality in 
political science and IR, despite the 
profoundly political character of said 
issues, was starkly under-represented in 
undergraduate curricula. We found that 

most programmes delivered a few token 
sessions, usually held at the end of the term,  
on feminism on core modules and a couple of 
specialised courses in the third year primarily 
looking at gender in a global context. 

The disappointing findings from this research 
did indeed influence a number of my 
colleagues here at Birmingham, who have since 
moved their core module sessions on gender 
and feminism to more ‘prime-time’ slots. That 
said, broadly speaking, it remains that teaching 
on gender is under-represented and teaching 
on sexuality in political science and 
international relations is largely non-existent – 
something that I have attempted to address in 
the place where I have the most capability to 
do so; namely on my own modules.

As noted above, my research interests have 
meant that I have taught in a variety of social 
science disciplines. These include international 
relations, political science, international 
development and sociology. From my 
experience, and perhaps unsurprisingly, it is 
within the field of sociology where there is the 
most acceptance of gender and sexuality 
teaching, and my time teaching a second-year 
module of the same name, was rewarding in 
the sense that it allowed for a dedicated 
discussion of topics associated with gender 
and sexuality with interested and motivated 
students. Moreover, it allowed a space for 

many students to intellectualise, as well  
as explore, issues that may well be very 
personal to their own identities and their 
lived experiences. 

Currently, I teach a number of specialised 
modules that speak to issues of gender and 
international relations, be that development, 
security or governance. In these modules, I 
have tried to integrate sessions on sexuality, 
looking at scholarship on queer(ing) 
development and LGBTQ rights as well  
as examining the heteronormativity that 
underpins concepts such as citizenship.  
As a result of these classes, a number of 
students have fed back that these classes 
have worked to challenge their assumptions 
about sexuality (and often ethnicity) and/or 
that they have felt that the classes have 
afforded them some analytical tools to 
understand the world through a new lens. 
Overall, then, partly based on my research  
on gender and sexuality teaching, but also 
driven by my own research agenda, I have 
sought to integrate sexuality teaching  
within my more ‘mainstream’ gender and 
international relations/development/security 
teaching. This integration has been 
rewarding in that a number of students  
have fed back that this teaching has helped 
them personally and politically.
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Finally, I also have developed a third-year 
module on environmental politics and 
society that has a solid gender and 
sexuality component, focusing on issues 
of social inequalities in the context of 
environmental justice and population 
regulation, as well as green theories such 
as queer ecology and ecofeminism. I am 
particularly pleased with this module 
design given that environmental politics is 
a topic where gender and sexuality issues 
traditionally been neglected (or completely 
ignored). I feel that the comprehensive 
integration of these issues on my module 
flags the importance of gender and 
sexuality more broadly within political 
science and international relations. In 
other words, it implies that if gender and 
sexuality is so central to environmental 
politics it must be central to politics more 
broadly. Further, within the class room,  
the integration of gender and sexuality 
teaching on an environmental politics 
module has worked to encourage student 
engagement by avoiding depersonalised 
and sanitised discussions of climate 
change and international agreements  
and, instead, demonstrating the intimate 
inter-relationship between environmental 
ethics, identities and inequalities. 

COMMENTARY

In our student survey, this lecturer was explicitly commended a 
number of times by students who had attended her modules. 
They noted her inclusive use of language and her commitment 
in her teaching practice to engage critically with complex 
topics. Her research-led teaching approach enabled her to have 
influence over other lecturers and modules in the department, 
as well as her own practice. In this way, she demonstrated 
transformative practice in both the language and content 
domains, as well as being a role model for students.


